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There are reasons for prohibitive policies that restrict the internet use of young people, but we need to 
consider how prohibition can affect young people who might already suffer from social inequalities, 
says Tanya Notley.  
 
Restricted Access : Young People, Online Networks and 
School  
 
In 2008, I completed my PhD, examining the ways young Queenslanders use online  networks including email, chat, social  
network sites, blogging platforms, virtual reality environments and communities of interest. I’d been employed at Queensland  
University of Technology (QUT) to work on  a two-year information and communication technology (ICT) research project, 
funded by the Australian Research Council. I’d come straight from working in Sri Lanka, where I’d been employed to work 
on digital divide initiatives, and where I’d experienced constant frustrations with ICT that didn’t seem to be designed for 
people from non-English speaking backgrounds who had to live with poverty, poor electricity and an unreliable 
telecommunications infrastructure.. When I returned to Australia, I didn’t expect that frustration to continue. We started the 
project at QUT by selecting nine locations where we would provide digital content training workshops to young people and 
carry out research activities. I assumed that all of the nine places we would work in would have good equipment that was 
accessible and working properly, and that all of the young participants would be equipped with at least basic ICT knowledge.  
 
This was not how it panned out. During the course of the research I examined internet access in nine urban, rural and remote 
regions in Queensland, and analysed how 75 teenagers living in these places were using internet-based networking 
environments in their everyday lives. At the only local internet access point in remote Indigenous Napranum, in the far north 
of Queensland, I found myself waiting longer for a webpage to download than I ever did in a poor Sri Lankan village. 
Meanwhile, in Carole Park in Brisbane’s south-west suburbs, I found teenagers who had never sent an email, let alone set up 
a MySpace profile. Almost all of the research participants I worked with liked to consider themselves to be technologically 
savvy, but the fact is most were not. I found that, out of embarrassment, most teenagers in focus group discussions were 
unwilling to admit that they didn’t own a mobile phone or have computer at home, and many vastly exaggerated their 
computer and internet skills when they completed my questionnaire. It was only by spending weeks with the same young 
people, observing their computer and internet use and talking about it with them, that the diverse reality became apparent to 
me.  
 
Are young people digital natives?  
The term ‘digital native’ refers to generations that have grown up with digital technologies and it’s used in conjunction with 
the term ‘digital immigrant’ which refers to all of the people who can remember a life before computers, the internet and 
mobiles phones. The problem I have with ‘digital natives’ is that it suggests that all young people are digitally adept, simply 
because technologies have been around and proliferating ever since they were born. It’s often assumed by adults that all 
young people can teach themselves ICT skills as they want and need. This is not what I found in my research. Of the 75 
young people I interviewed, 74 wanted to learn to create multiple forms of digital content such as video, audio and 
animations, yet only a handful had experience of doing this. Even fewer had used the internet to share and create their own 
content.  
 
This is not to say things were not changing rapidly. One of the most challenging things about my study was that it occurred 
during a dynamic period in terms of internet uptake in Australia. On the one hand, internet dispersion appeared to be slowing 
down: according to Australian Bureau of Statistics figures, 56 per cent of households had home internet access in the period 
2004 to 2005, which increased only minimally by 2006 to 2007 to 64 per cent. Changes to access quality, on the other hand, 
increased significantly during this period: while fewer than one-fifth of Australians had broadband internet access in 2004 to 
2005, by 2006 to 2007 this had increased to almost half. Other media-producing technologies had been rapidly dispersing as 
well. According to a report from Nielsen Media, for example, by 2006, 55 per cent of Australians over the age of 14 owned a 
digital still camera and 22 per cent a video camera. Not surprisingly, these kinds of dramatic changes to the Australian digital 
media landscape also changed the online platforms that were available to and popularised by young Australians. For 
example, when my research began in 2004, YouTube had not been officially launched, MySpace was still relatively unknown 
outside of the United States and ‘blog’ was only just beginning to enter the Australian public vernacular.  
 
By 2007, a national study of young people’s media use by the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) 
found that more than 50 per cent of Australians aged 12 to 17 years had created their own profile page on an online network 
and 12 per cent had created their own blog. The ACMA study found that young people used the internet for different reasons 
and those uses varied significantly with age. For young children aged 8 to 11 years, the average daily time spent online was 
just 30 minutes per day, while for teenagers aged 15 to 17 years this rose to just under two and a  
half hours. The key activities carried out by the 15- to 17-year olds included spending 45 minutes per day on communication 
activities like emailing, messaging or chatting, 25 minutes on homework, 23 minutes playing  
online games against others, 24 minutes on social network or user-generated content sites and 14 minutes viewing 
audiovisual content. This left little room for doubt: teenagers were using the internet, by and large, to participate on online 
networks.  
 
School: the great equaliser  
Rather than focus only on the young Australians who were leading the way in their use of ICT, I was more interested to  
learn about the experience of those who might be missing out on new opportunities. When the 2006 census data was released 
in late 2007 I set about mapping internet and broadband access in Queensland. Having already spent a few years researching 
young people’s internet access and use across Queensland, I was not overly surprised to learn that 28 local areas in the state 
had fewer than 20 per cent of house- holds with internet access. All 28 of these local areas were Indigenous communities and 
most were located in the far north. I found other disparities as well. Broadband uptake was so varied across Queensland that 
many local government areas had 30 per cent less uptake than neighbouring areas. What all of this told me was that young 
people were getting very different levels of ICT access at home. The digital divide in Queensland may not have been as stark 
as the one I encountered in Sri Lanka, but its sizable impact on the ICT access, knowledge and skills of young people was 
very easy to identify. This led me to think about the vital equalising role of computer and internet access in schools. When I 
looked at education policies and practices, however, I found that when an online network became popularised by young 
people, the typical response of the Education Queensland, the state’s education department, was to block its use in state 
schools. Restricted by the state school internet filtering system, Ednet, students were unable to use web-based email, popular 
social network sites including MySpace, bebo, Tagged and Facebook, content-sharing network sites such as Flickr and 
YouTube and popular blogging sites such as LiveJournal and Blogger.  
 
Digital exclusion as social exclusion  
The effect of such internet access policies is multiplied when you look at what is happening in places with low levels of home 
access. When I travelled to Cherbourg, for example, where just seven per cent of households had an internet connection in 
2006 and four per cent had broadband, I found the only public internet access was provided by the local primary school. The 
restrictive Ednet internet filtering system meant that young people in Cherbourg were unable to use the online networks most 
popular with their peers. As Nicola Berkovic noted in the Australian, Kevin Rudd and John Howard were able to battle over 
young voters on MySpace and YouTube; but young people in Cherbourg were completely excluded, unable to tune in. For 
Education Queensland, there was  no problem. As I reported in the Journal of Youth Studies Australia last year, students, I 
was told, can get on blocked sites ‘from home if they wish.’ There’s a growing body of research that shows that online 
networks are providing young people with access to the kinds of support that matters to them. A national telephone survey of 
29,000 young people by Mission Australia in 2007 found that young people aged 11 to 19 years rated the internet as the 
fourth most important source of advice and support after friends, parents and relatives or family friends, ahead of doctors,  
school counsellors and social workers. The resources and opportunities for participation that the internet brings closer to 
young people matters to those that have access.  
 
Roger Hart, back in 1992, defined participation in society in relation to young people as ‘the process of sharing decisions 
which affect one’s life and the life of the community in which one lives.’ We now need to bear in mind that, since 1992, 
participation in the society in which one lives often takes place online. In Australia, we’re starting to understand how much 
participation in society matters to our health and wealth. Social inclusion was first embraced as a policy concept by the 
Commonwealth government of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd during the 2007 election campaign, and Deputy PM Julia Gillard 
is also the Minister for Social Inclusion. As Peter Saunders, Yuvisthi Naidoo and Megan Griffiths noted in ‘Towards new 
indicators of disadvantage,’ social exclusion exists when people ‘do not’ – or can not – ‘participate in key activities in 
society.’ Social inclusion policies therefore must be concerned with the capabilities people require to participate in society in 
the ways they have most reason to value, as Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen pointed out in the 1999 book, Development as 
Freedom. While the sort of participation people are likely to value is unlikely to fall into neat categories, it’s generally 
understood that social, economic, civic and cultural activities will be included.  
 
 
Social exclusion has provided a framework for core government policies of member states of the European Union since the 
early 1990s. Since this time there has been an increased interest in understanding the role of ICT in combating social 
exclusion and mediating social inclusion. In Britain, for example, a government-funded initiative by the Digital Inclusion 
Team recognises the importance of ‘The use of technology either directly or indirectly to improve the lives and life chances 
of disadvantaged people and the places in which they live.’  
 
Our Commonwealth government has yet to articulate a policy addressing digital inclusion, although it has recognised the 
importance of social inclusion. My research into young Queenslanders’ access to and use of the internet provides some 
evidence that ICT access, skills, support and training is very uneven and this deserves far more attention from educators and 
policymakers. Of course there are reasons for prohibitive policies that restrict young people’s internet use. Most of these 
policies are driven by fears for young people’s safety, but if digital inclusion can contribute to social inclusion – and there is 
much evidence to suggest that it can – then we need to think more carefully about young people’s ICT access, use and 
support both at home and at school, and we must consider what it means when we prevent young people from using the 
internet in ways that they value. If we don’t do this Then the new opportunities that ICT affords are likely to be unevenly 
distributed and will serve to widen, rather than reduce, the social inequalities that already exist among young Australians.  
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